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Text
[*325]
Introduction
Vine Deloria, Jr., the greatest indigenous philosopher of his day, wrote Custer Died for Your Sins: An Indian
Manifesto in 1969. 1 It was a spirited polemic that both galvanized and inspired Native peoples at home and
abroad. Simultaneously, the book's powerful and trenchant words sent shock waves through non-Indian society.
Deloria articulated a resurgent indigenous-centered understanding of sovereignty that had largely been suppressed
by federal policy and law for nearly a century. 2 Why did he emphasize the word "sovereignty"? Because he knew
that Native nations needed to employ such concepts since they were familiar to both federal and state lawmakers.
And Natives had learned over the last several centuries that institutional and conceptual familiarity on the part of
whites are important if they are to make any headway against the powerful forces that are still arrayed against
them.
Largely through the force of his intellectual rigor and wordsmith talents, the terms "tribal sovereignty" 3 and the
related phrase "self-determination" 4 became powerful rallying cries for indigenous peoples as they set about the
gargantuan, and not yet completed, task of throwing off the yoke of federal domination cloaked in paternalism and
fear; state efforts aimed at terminating, belittling, or denying the legitimacy of indigenous governments; and
corporate attempts to exploit the few remaining natural resources still under nominal tribal control. Of course,
Deloria also skew [*326] ered other institutions and professions--like churches and anthropologists--who had
previously had largely unfettered control to do whatever they wanted to or for Native peoples.
Deloria had this to say about sovereignty in Custer:
If responsibility is irrelevant, sovereignty is not. States have sovereignty, counties have sovereignty, cities and
towns have sovereignty, water districts have sovereignty, school boards have sovereignty. Why shouldn't tribes
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